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1 Qctober 1964

SUBJECT: BSNIE 53-2-6k: THE STIUATION IN SOUTH VIETNAM

THE PROBLEM

To exemine the situstion as it has developed since eerly September,

and to assess itg Ilmplications for the US.

CONCIIISTORS

A. Since our estimate of & September 1964#% the situation in South
Vietnam has continued to deteriovrete. A coup by disgruntled Scuth Vietnam
military figures could occur at aay time. In any case, we belleve that the
conditions Pavor a further decay of GVN will and effectiveness. The likely
pattern of this decay will be Increasing defeatism, parslysis of leadership,
friction with Americans, exploration of poszsible lines of political sccommoda-

tion with the other side, and a general petering out of the war effort. It

¥ SWIE 53-6%, "Chances for a Stable Government in South Vietnam," dated
8 September 196, ~SRGREE,
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is possible that the c¢ivilian government promised for the end of October
could improve GVN esprlt and effectiveness, but on the basls of present

Indications, this is unlikely.

B. We do not believe that the Viet Cong will make any early effort
%0 seize power by force of arms; Indeed, we doubt that they have the
capability for such a takeover. They will continue to exploit and encourage
the trend toward anaerchy, looking for the emergence of a neutralist coalition

government whick they can dominate.

DISCUSSTON
The GVE

1. Continued Political Deterioration. Pelitical conditions in South

Vietnam have continued to deteriorate since our estimste of early September.®
Despite efforts by Prime Minister Nguyen Khanh to stabilize the situation,

he has been faced with an atfempted coup, rioting end demonstrations in the
northern provinces, a meseive labor strike in Saigon, and an armed revolt by
Mentagnard elements among the Speeial Forces, Khanh's suthority, already
weakened by the Byddhist-student erisis in August, has been further diminshed,
and the degree ofﬁhis support within the military establishmant is incréasingly

* SNiE 53-68 "Chances for s Stable Govermment in South Vietnam;"dated
8 September 196k, SRR
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in question. Most of the non-Commnist power elements appear to be marking
time, pending their assessment of the civilian government which Khanh has

promised will be formed by the end of October.

‘2, The Picture in Saigon. South Vietnsm is slmost leaderless at the

present time. General Khanh has retained his position by meking concessicns
to varicus interest groups -- politicsl, religious, students, military, and
labor -- which have pressed thgir demands upon him. TIn turn, these groups
gt111 seem bent on pursuing self interest and factionsl guarrels a.l:;ost to
the point of anarchy. A lack of sense of purpose and an ab#enee of direction
from sbove have gserioualy affected morale and created passiveness and apsthy
within tile eivil lew enforcement agencies. Government ministries in Saigon
-a.re close Lo a standstill, with enly the most routine operations going on.
Cabinet ministers, as well as second-level bureaucrats, freely express their
pessimism, and even though US and GV officials are again meeting on pacificg,—
tion and_ othe_r. Joint planning, these meetings .a.re got being followed by

action from the Vietnsmese sids.

3. GV ¥ilitary Morale and Effectiveness. The contimuing disarray

of the Salgon government, power struggles within the military leadership,
and the activities of self-seeking politicians and religious leaders heve

adversely affected morale within the military establishment. However, the
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the existing level of effectiveness of combat operations does not seem to have
been sericusly affected as yet. Nevertheleas, contimuing politicel instability
would elmost certainly ageravate such longstanding deficiencies in the
Vietnamese mllitary effort as insdequate motlivation, initiative, and arzressive-
ress. A coptinuing lack of firm direction, and further squabbling among

senlor officers in particular, could depress the morale of the troops ead
Junior officers to the critical point. Although the GVN armed forces have

long had 8 high rate of desertion by individuals, there have been no important
unit desertions or defections. Tf militery morale continues Lo decline,
however, desertion and defections within both the military and peramilitary '

services may occur on a larger scale, perhaps even by organized units.

k. Signs of Defeatism in GVN Leadership. High-ranking ARVN officers

have confessed to US officers deep discouragement st the lack of leadership
and direction. The J-3 of the Joint CGeneral Staff has Indicated that he

feels little reason even to discuss further pacification plamning; various
high-ranking fileld commanders have expressed similar pessimism; and General

Khanh himself hap shown slgns of being overvhelmed by his responsibilities.

5. The Situstion in the Countryeide. The near paralysis of government

initiative in Saigon appesrs to be spreading rapidly to outlying aresas.
Although the southern areas still appear relsatively unaffected by the crises
of the past several weeks, governmental suthority has declined sericusly in
the northern coastal provinces where provincisl snd police officlals are

apparently receiving little guldance from Saigon. In such urban centers as

-4 .
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Hue, Danang, Qui Shon, and Nha Trang, Vietnamese commanders heve repeatedly
falled %o intervene in civil disturbances and rioting on the grounds they
lacked precize orders; in some insbances, actual authority has passed by
default to extremist "vigilante" groups, such as the "People’s Salvation

(or Revolutionary) Council® (FPRC). The nature of the provincial bureaucracy
is such that it can rock along for considerable time, cerrying out existing
programs despite political deterioration in Saigon. Nevertheless, continuned
confusion and insction in Seigon, or ancther coup, could repidly produce =
eritical deterloration in government 1n the countryside. A slippase in morale
end ir programs among provincisl sdministretions, at least in the central

provinces, has alweady begun.

6. The Peoples Revolutionary Council (PRC). The PRC hes established

local councils lpn many coastal clitles and may seek to form & chepter in Saigonm,
vhere two PRC leaders have receéntly been named to the new 17-men High Natlonal
Council. The aims of the PRC are not clear, but the local councils seem
vulnersble to Viet Cong penetration, and the fact that they have assumed

. goverament powers in some.provincial cities tends to undermine Saigc_an's con-

trol and to damage the morale of civil servants.

T. The Montagnard Problem. The Bhade revolt of 20 September and the

continting possibility of further and more general uprisings by the Montagnerds

pose an immedlate and very serlous problem for the GVN. The Montagnards have
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2 violent dislike for and distrust of the lowlend Vietnamese, and have sought
autonomy for years. The Vietnamese on thelr part look down on the Montagnards;
until recently, the GVN has usually acted in a manner which has widened rather
than lessened the breach between the two. The problem has been further com-
pounded by constant and rather intensive Viet Cong political and psychological
agitation among the Montagnarde, playing on their asplrations and their dislike
of the ethnie Vietnamese. Resentment over the killing of some 7O Vietnamese
by tribesmen during thelr revolt will make it extremely difficult for the

GVN to offer settlement terms acceptable to the Montagnards. Thus, there

will probablf be continuing disorders in the Highland areas, diminishing

cooperation with the GVN, and increasing Viet Cong influence,

8. Offsettigg_Considerationa.. Although the signs of deterioration are
peny and clear; there are offsetiing considerstions thet reduce the likelihood
of sudden collapse and afford some very sliﬁ hope thet the trend can be arrested.
The Vietnamese people have a long record of resilience in the face of adversity;
the ability of the peasants and even of urban elements to continue normal
patterns of life despite political disorder mekes for seme degree of basic
stability. The routine functions of goavernment still work fairly nofmally;
usiness does go on; and the streets are not places of constant terror. Dis-
couragement over the ahsence of leadership and the progress of the war has
not yet led o calls for ending the fighting. Few if any of the many groups

now seeking to enlerge their powers regard an sccommodation witkh the Commmists
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as consistent with thelr interests. Finally, the military Instrumentelities

of pacification still exist and retain significant capabilities.

9. Tensions in US-GVN Relations. 1In the last month or so, there has

been & disturbing incresse in anti-American sentiment at various levels .of
Vietnamese society. Recent demonstrafions in Hue, Pa HNang, Qui Nhom, and Nha Trang
have had definite antli-American overtones., These were probably attributsble

in pexrt to Viet Cong sgitation and incitement, but in some measure they seem also
to have reflected & gemuine irritetion at the Americans for various reasons
baving no direct connection with Viet Cong activity. For its part, the

Buddhist leadership, whether anti-Commnist or not, is imbued with intense
nationalism which has at times menifested itself in opposition to US policies.

| and actions. Su.spicio_n of US motives and concern over US involvenent in
internal policy is growing among the top echelons of the GVN, and, most
inpertently, on the part of Khanh himself.

10. GVN Contacts with the Comrmnists. The principal GVN leaders have

rot to our knowledge been in recent contact with the Camnmnist_s, but there

has beenat least one instance of informal conbtact between a lesser governmental
official and members of the "National Liberation Front," which is a creation

of Hznol. Moreover, there are mnﬁerous potentiel channels of communication
‘between the present GVN leadership and the DRV suthorities, and these could

very 1likély be used without US knowledge.

234



SNIE 53-2-64 The Situation in South Vietnam, 1 October 1964

(Continued...)

il. Coup Poseibilities. Although no definlte coup plans are Imown_to

be afoot et the moment, we believe that Purther coup attempte are likely,
glven the smbitions, discoursgemént, and bitterness prevalent among certain
key South Vietnamese military and civilian figures -- and the comparative

ease of mounting a coup ettempt in the présent detericrating scene.

12. Alternatives to Present GVN Leadership. Present plans call for the

establishment of a new, broadly-based, and predominantly civilian govern-

ment by the end of October. Such a govermment might do betber than the éresent
one, but the odds are ageinst its having the cohesion and effectiveness
necessary to arrest the current decline, No visible alternative seems any
more promising. Indeed, we cannot presently see any likely source of real
leadershlp; no Magsaysey hes yet appeared. None of the military personalities
and factions seems capable of commanding a sufficiently broad spectrum of
support. OFf nommilitary figuves, the Buddhist leader Trl Quang is the
strongest political personality and has demonstrated talents for leadership
end ergsnization. But he apparently desires to avoid such responsibility,

and s Tri Quang govermment would face strong o'ppc_asitiqn' from militant Catholics,
some of the military, and certain other groups. Hot leasi_;, it would he a
difficult government for the US to work with, and some of its major policies

would almost certainly bot be comsonsnt with US interests.
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13. Viet Cong Policy. There sare numerous slgns thet Viet Cong agents

have played a role in helping sustaein the level of civil disorder which has
recently prevailed in the eitles of South Vietnam; they have also. affected.
the tone and direction taken by some recent protest demonstrations. Their
hana was evidént in the recent riots in the capital of Binh Dinh Province, and
they may have alrecdy penetrated the PRC., Viet Cong propaganda throughout
Beptember has inecreasingly called upon the people {0 take advantage of the
government's confusion by pressing on all fronts. This eapitalizing on

wnrest i an old poliéy; vhat 13 new is the rich opportunity presented by

the collapsing of GVN suthority. The Viet Cong have apparently decided that
heightened efforts on their part wili reduce the country to near anerchy and
the goverpment to impotence, bringing an early victory in the form of a
negotiated truce and & "neuiralist" government dominated by their National
Liberation Frpnt. Although these heightened efforts may include some battalion-
sized, or larger atbacks, we do not believé that the Viet Cong are trying to
force .a military decision gt this stage. EKather, they will continue stressing
small;scale terrorist sctivity aimed et furthering the breakdown of adminis-

tration and the decline of faith in the government.

1., Viet Con&ngggyﬁlities in the Cities. Viet Cong strengih in the

cities hag almost certalnly incressed substantially in recent months. Ve
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base this conclusion on our general reading of the present situati{orl rather -
than on specific knowledge of current Viet Cong assets. In the closing days
of the Diem regime, Vietnamese police and security agencles had a fairly |
good reading on the nature and extent of the Viet Cong apparatus in the
capltal area, and it did not constitute a serlous threet at that time. _
Inmediately Pollowing the Novenber 1963 coup, however, Colonel Tran Ba Thanh
became Deputy Director of Haetlonal Police. There are strong grounds fof
believing thet Thanh may be a Communist agent; in any event he released some
key Viet Cong prisoners, destroyed Viet Cong dossiers in police archlves,
and placed at least one known Viet Cong agent in a key position within the
police sbructure, Although Thenh wes ousted when Khanh selzed power, the
Salgon police and security services have not recovered their anti-Commnist
capabilities. The fact that Commmist agitation still remains under careful
cover, however, suggests that the Viet Cong infend still to husband these

assets and not risk them in a premature takeover atiemph.
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